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INTRODUCTION
My title -For whom were Gospels written? -could be analysed into two distinct questions, only one of which I intend to tackle in this article. One could ask: Were Gospels written for Christians or for non-Christians? This question has sometimes been discussed, particularly in the case of the Gospels of Luke and John, since a minority of scholars have argued that those Gospels were written as apologetic or evangelistic works, not for Christians but for outsiders. On this question I shall go with the general consensus, that all Gospels were intended primarily for Christians, without arguing that point. It does deserve to be argued, but I have another agenda in this article. I will only say that it seems to me that, if any of the evangelists did envisage reaching non-Christian readers, they would have to have envisaged reaching them via Christian readers, who could pass HTS 55/4 (1999) 865
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The second question one could ask is: Were the Gospels written for a specific Christian audience or for a general Christian audience? Was, for example, Matthew written for Matthew's own church, the so-called Matthean community, or was it written. for the purpose of circulating widely around the churches? Are a Gospel's implied readers a specific Christian community, or are they the members of any and every Christian community of the late first century to which the Gospel might circulate? Whereas my first question has sometimes been discussed, with some substantial arguments deployed in its discussion, this second question is remarkable for having never, so far as I can tell, been discussed. No space remotely approaching even the scope of this article has ever been devoted in print to arguing the case one way or the other.
The point is not of course that this question is not relevant to the concerns of current or recent Gospels scholarship. Quite the opposite. One of the two possible answers to this question -the option that each Gospel was written for a specific Christian community -has been taken entirely for granted in Gospels scholarship for some decades now. As an assumption on which arguments about the Gospels are based, it has come to playa more and more dominant role in Gospels scholarship, which ~ince the late 60s has become increasingly interested in reconstructing the circumstances and character of the community for which, it is assumed, each Gospel was written. Almost all contemporary writing about the Gospels shares the unargued assumption that each evangelist, himself no doubt a teacher in a particular church, wrote his Gospel for that particular church, with its particular situation and character and needs at the forefront of his mind. The so-called Matthean, Markan, Lukan or Johannine community (or for that matter, Thomas community) may be understood as, not just one church, but a small group of churches, but in that case it is axiomatic that this group of churches be homogeneous in composition and circumstances. The unargued assumption in every case is that each Gospel addresses a localized community in its own, quite specific context and character.
Nearly all the literature of the last few decades which makes this assumption and increasingly builds large and highly sophisticated arguments upon it seems to regard this assumption as completely self-evident, as though no alternative could ever have occurred
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HTS 5514 (1999) Digitised by the University of Pretoria, Library Services Richard Bauclcham to anyone. There is, of course, a perfectly obvious alternative possibility: that an evangelist writing a Gospel expected his work to circulate widely among the churches, had no particular Christian audience in view, but envisaged as his audience any church (or any church in which Greek was understood) to which his work might find its way. This is the possibility which I contend deserves at least to be given serious consideration. The purpose of this article is not simply to challenge the established consensus but to open up a discussion that has never so far taken place. Not only has no one apparently ever argued for the consensus view in more than a few sentences; it is also the case that no one has ever argued for the alternative view, which I shall propose as more plausible. There has never been any debate. If I can only convince you that there ought to be a debate, I
shall be happy to have accomplished that much.
Challenging a scholarly consensus is always, of course, rather fun. It has a whiff of intellectual excitement about it and more than a little danger of intellectual arrogance.
It also encounters an obstacle: that only those hearers who have a naturally iconoclastic attitude to these things will be already disposed to favour it. Most readers of this article, being immersed in the consensus, will be more disposed to think that a consensus which is not only so universally accepted but which has proved so fruitful in generating exciting and interesting work on the Gospels must be right. Any argument against this kind of consensus has an uphill struggle merely to gain an unprejudiced hearing, if there were such a thing.
So I begin by offering, as it were, a warm-up argument, whose function is merely to sow an initial seed of possibility that there might perhaps be something to be said for the view I shall propose. 1 put this argument in a form which presupposes the most widely accepted view of Synoptic relationships, but it could easily be restated to accommodate any theory of Synoptic relationship (none of the argument of this lecture depends on any particular theory of Synoptic relationships). But the present argument has to be stated in one form or another. So, assuming Markan priority, how is it that Matthew and Luke both had Mark's Gospel available to them? No one imagines all three evangelists belonged to the same local Christian community. So the usual view (I have never seen any other suggestion) is that by the time Matthew and Luke wrote, Mark's Gospel had already circulated quite widely around the churches and was being read in the churches to HTS 55/4 (1999) This warm-up argument is a very simple one, and no doubt its simplicity is the reason why the literature, so far as I can tell, never deigns to notice it. I proceed now, first of all to some brief remarks about the history of scholarship, before sketching my own argument for the Gospels as literature written for all the churches.
2.
A READING STRATEGY: A GOSPEL ADDRESSES A SPECI-
FIC COMMUNITY
The way the current consensus on this issue has come about, without anyone ever having seriously argued the case for it, would make a most interesting topic for study in the Digitised by the University of Pretoria, Library Services the Gospels, and there is no space here to give any of the detail, but I will make a few general points which I think have some importance for my argument.
First, it seems to me that the view that each evangelist wrote for his own community is an old view in British scholarship, going back at least to the end of the nineteenth century, though it was not the only view in older British scholarship. I suspect that this view is much more recent in German scholarship. However, this old notion about the implied audience of the Gospels only began to matter and only became influential when some of the redaction critics of the late 60s began actual1y to read the Gospels as aan diedressed to specific circumstances of the each evangelist's community. At that point, the assumption, previously confined to discussions of introductory questions, became the basis for interpretative strategies which found the specific circumstances and needs of a particular community addressed in a Gospel. More recent social-scientific studies of the Gospels are in this respect directly continuous with redaction criticism. Though asking different questions about the relationship between a Gospel and its original audience, they have taken over without question the same assumption about the definition of the implied audience.
Secondly, the context in which might expect to find arguments for the view which has become the consensus is therefore discussion of the conventional set of introductory questions about Gospels: date, place, readership and so on. In fact, one soon discovers that the tradition of discussing such questions has inherited and deploys an assumption that the question about the context in which a Gospel was written and the question about the audience for which a Gospel was written are the same question. Such discussions therefore regularly and systematical1y confuse the evidence for these two different Thirdly, I need to address this question: Even if! am right that the assumption that each Gospel was written for the evangelist's own community has come to be widely accepted largely without having been argued, might one not suppose that this assumption has been confirmed by the results which Gospel scholarship has built upon it? A large HTS 55/4 (1999) 869
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body of literature has been devoted to reconstructing each Gospel's own community and illuminating each Gospel by reading it as addressed to that reconstructed community, with its particulat theological views and debates (the main concern of earlier redaction criticism), its particular social composition and social context (the concern of more recent study with social-scientific ingredients), even its own history ( Digitised by the University of Pretoria, Library Services
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The same consideration applies to many such arguments. Probably most Christian communities in the period when the canonical Gospels were being written were located in cities, contained both Jewish and Gentile members, including Gentiles who had been attached to the synagogue, and included some people, even if not many, from both ends of the socio-economic spectrum.
If it is objected that such features, while not confined to one specific community, would still not have been true of every Christian community, then it is time to introduce the second aspect of the reading strategy which I observe in such arguments. This consists in supposing that all textual indications of the character and circumstances of the audience must all apply to the whole of the implied audience. Then one need only compile all such indications in order to produce an identikit description of the evangelist's community. However, supposing the Gospels were written for general circulation and therefore envisage the range of audiences their authors might expect them to acquire in the churches of the late first century, then there is no reason at all why every aspect of a Gospel should be equally relevant to all readers or hearers. An evangelist might well address features of Christian life and social circumstances which he knew to be fairly widespread in his time, without supposing his Gospel would therefore have no appeal or use in churches lacking some of these features. If so, he was right: the four canonical Gospels survived precisely because within a fairly short space of time they did prove relevant enough to most churches to come to be used very widely. In conclusion, therefore the relative success of a reading strategy based on the assumption that a Gospel addresses a specific community is no proof at all that a reading strategy based 01'\ the contrary assumption would not be equally or even more successful.
GOSPELS AS EPISTLES?
The rest of my argument -which can only be sketched here -aims to establish the antecedent probability that someone writing a Gospel in the late first century would have envisaged the kind of general Christian audience which the Gospels in fact very soon achieved through circulation around the churches.
The first stage of the argument consists in contrasting Gospels and Pauline epistles. This stage is important because what the consensus I am attacking has in effect done is to attempt to treat Gospels henneneutically as though they were Pauline epistles. In other words, scholars have sought to see the audience and therefore also the message of the Gospels as just as local and particularized as those of the major Pauline letters, which certainly are addressed to specific Christian communities and envisage the specific needs and problems of those communities. The fact that our reading of 1 Corinthians, for example, is therefore illuminated by our attempts to reconstruct the specifically Corinthian situation which Paul addressed, has led Gospel scholars to seek the same kind of illumination of Gospel texts by reconstructing the specific church context in which they originated. However, Gospels are not letters, and to appreciate the crucial difference we need to put together two issues.
The first is the question of genre. It is a special quality of the letter genre that it enables a writer to address specified addressees in all the particularity of their circumstances. Even if other people read 1 Corinthians (as they fairly soon did), the genre encourages them to read it as a letter addressed to the Corinthians. To some extent every attentive reader of 1 Corinthians has always felt obliged to imagine what the specifically Corinthian situation Paul addressed was. This is not the case with the Gospels. From the second century to the mid-twentieth century no one ever supposed that the specific situation of the Matthean community was relevant to reading the Gospel of Matthew.
Of course, the genre of the Gospels is debated. It seems to me that recent discussion has all but conclusively established the case that contemporaries would have recog-
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Digitised by the University of Pretoria, Library Services nized them as a special category of the Graeco-Roman bios (which we can translate biography provided we understand the term in the sense of ancient, not modem biography). Although the implied readership of the ancient biography is a topic which might repay investigation, it seems to me unlikely that anyone would expect a bios to address the very specific circumstances of a small community of people. A bios certainly aimed at relevance to its readers. Its subject could be depicted as a moral or religious inspiration to its readers. It could be highly propagandist literature, recommending a political, philosophical or religious point of view. But its relevance would be pitched in relatively broad terms for any competent reader.
But the full force of the difference of genre will come home to us only if we add a second consideration. We need to ask, about both an apostolic letter and a Gospel, the question: Why should anyone write it? -by which I mean, why should anyone put this down in writing? In the case of 1 Corinthians, for example, the answer is clear: Paul could not or preferred not to visit Corinth. Paul seems only to have written anything when. distance required him to communicate in writing what he would otherwise have spoken orally to one of his churches. It was distance that required writing whereas orality sufficed for presence. So the more Gospels scholarship envisages the Gospels in terms approximating to a Pauline letter, addressing the specific situation of one community, the more odd it seems that the evangelist is supposed to be writing f(\r the community in which he lives. An evangelist writing his Gospel is like Paul writing 1 Corinthians while permanently resident in Corinth. Paul did not do this, so why should Matthew or the other evangelists have done so? Anyone who wrote a Gospel must have had the opportunity of teaching his community orally. Indeed, most Gospel scholars assume that he frequently did so. He could retell and interpret the community's Gospel traditions so as to address his community's situation by means of them in this oral context. Why should he go to the considerable trouble of writing a Gospel -since even Mark's Gospel was certainly not tossed off in an afternoon -for a community to which he was regularly preaching? Indeed, why should he go to such trouble to freeze in writing his response to a specific local situation which was liable to change and to which he could respond much more flexibly and therefore appropriately in oral preaching?
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The obvious function of writing was its capacity to communicate widely with readers unable to be present at its author's oral teaching. Oral teaching could be passed on, but much less effectively than a book. Books, like letters, were designed to cross distances orality could not so effectively cross. But whereas letters usually stopped at their first recipients (though not invariably), anyone in the first century who wrote a book such as a bios expected it to circulate to readers unknown to its author. That small circle to which the author might initially read it or those friends to whom he might initially give copies were the merely first step to wider circulation. Once there was a copy outside the author's possession, he would expect others to make copies for their own use, and his book to have embarked on a journey into the world beyond his control. This was true 
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people in search of work, soldiers and sailors and brigands all travelled. Travel, after all, was usually by foot and so was cheap. So people quite typical of the members of the early Christian churches regularly travelled. Those who did not, if they lived in the cities, would constantly be meeting people passing through or arriving from elsewhere.
So the context in which the early Christian movement developed was not conducive to parochialism; quite the opposite. Frequent contact between the churches scattered across the empire was natural in such a society, but in addition to Christian participation in the ordinary mobility of this society, much communication was deliberately fostered between the churches, as we shall see in a moment.
For, secondly, the evidence of early Christian literature (not least the Gospels) is that the early Christian movement had a strong sense of itself as a world-wide movement. Digitised by the University of Pretoria, Library Services
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Thirdly, we should note that most of the Christian leaders of whom we know in the NT period moved around. They were not all as constantly on the move as Paul and those missionary colleagues who travelled with him were, but most of them are to be found in several locations at different times in their careers. This is true of Peter, Barnabas, Mark, Silas/Sylvanus, Apollos, Philip the evangelist and his prophet daughters, Aquila and Priscilla, Andronicus and Junia, Agabus, the brothers of the Lord, and others.
Even the unknov.n author to the Hebrews, writing from one location, expects to be visiting his addressees in another (13:23). The importance of this is that surely these are the kind of people we should take as models for the kind of person who might have written a Gospel. Why do we so readily assume that the author of a Gospel would be someone who had spent all his Christian life attached to the same Christian community, when the evidence we have about Christian leaders suggests that he might well be someone who had spent much time travelling around various churches or someone who had spent some time established as a teacher in more than one church successively? In that case, his own experience of the Christian movement could well be far from parochial. And since the writing of a Gospel could well have taken several years, why should we even assume that even the writing of a Gospel took place in the context only of one community?
Admittedly, the leaders I have just mentioned all belonged to the first Christian generation, and specific information about named Christian leaders from the later part of the first century is much more scarce. But there is no reason to suppose that Christian leaders became more static. Itinerant teachers travelling from one church to another were still common up to the end of the century: we find them in Revelation, the Johannine letters and the Didache. And as we move into the second century, while it is true that the leadership of travelling missionaries, teachers and prophets gradually gave way to the leadership of local bishops, it is worth noticing that these bishops maintained the habit of quite extensive travelling and visiting of other congregations, while prominent Christian teachers in the second century seem, almost as a rule, to have taught for a period in more than one major Christian centre. I mention this second-century evidence (I haven't time for the detail of it), because it helps to establish a pattern of mobility in early Christian leaders which is continuous from our earliest evidence in the time of Paul through to the
HTS 5514 (1999) 877
late second century. This is a constant feature of the early Christian movement, which means we must reckon quite seriously with the chances that some, if not all of the evangelists were people whose own experience was far from limited to a single Christian community.
Fourthly, another feature of the early Christian movement which we can establish as a continuous practice from the time of Paul through to the mid-second century is the sending of letters from one church to another. We find, for example, he leadership of the Roman church writing a letter of pastoral concern to churches scattered over a wide area Digitised by the University of Pretoria, Library Services
